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MIKE VANDER WEL
BOEING LIFER
If, back when I was in high school, I had to write a script for my life, I would’ve said that after Dordt I’d be an engineer somewhere in the Midwest, maybe 
involved in agriculture since I was a farm kid,” says Mike 
Vander Wel (’89). “I never would have written back in high 
school that I’d be living in Seattle, have a beautiful wife 
and family, have these job experiences and the ability to 
be in aerospace and travel the world—I never would have 
written that down.”
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Vander Wel, who works as chief engineer 
in production engineering at The Boeing 
Company in Seattle, Washington, is 
the 2017 recipient of the Distinguished 
Alumni Award.  Although his adult life 
turned out differently than he imagined 
as a high school student, Vander Wel 
knew for certain that he would attend 
Dordt.
“As a Dutch kid in a Dutch immigrant 
household in a Christian Reformed 
church with very Reformed-minded 
parents, Dordt was a family school,” he 
says. “By the time I, as the youngest of 
four, graduated from high school, there 
wasn’t a lot of debate as to where I was 
going. It was more of a check that the 
engineering program was legit.”
Begun by Dr. Charles 
Adams in 1979, 
Dordt's engineering 
program was less 
than ten years old 
when Vander Wel 
began his freshman 
year at Dordt. Vander 
Wel says his Dordt 
experience prepared 
him to be competitive in any academic 
and professional environment in which 
he found himself—in part because his 
professors gave a lot of valuable one-on-
one attention to engineering students.
“I could go talk to Professor Van Gaalen 
any time I wanted, and he’d make time 
for me,” recalls Vander Wel. “So would 
Professor Adams. I think that’s a big 
deal.”
Vander Wel grew to appreciate what 
he calls “Dordt’s close-knitness” even 
more after he graduated in 1989 with 
a bachelor's in mechanical engineering 
and enrolled in a master’s of mechanical 
engineering program at the University 
of Washington. During that time, he also 
worked as a teacher’s assistant. 
“I graduated with eight engineers out 
of Dordt,” says Vander Wel. “Three 
months later, I walked into a classroom 
in Seattle and introduced myself as the 
T.A. to a class of 120 people. I had an 
eight-inch stack of papers to grade. They 
got to see the professor every once in 
a while, but I was supposed to be the 
front line for those students. As you can 
imagine, my four hours of open offi ce 
time every week didn’t go very far.” 
Even though he’d known since his 
sophomore year at Dordt that he wanted 
to earn a master’s degree in mechanical 
engineering, Vander Wel never expected 
that he would end up on the West Coast 
for graduate school.  
“I was looking at Midwest universities 
like Iowa State University and the 
University of Wisconsin,” he says. “But 
my brother Theo had moved out to 
Seattle to work as an attorney, and 
he encouraged me to check out the 
University of Washington.” 
After applying to the program, Vander 
Wel received a teaching assistantship, 
which included a monthly stipend and 
a tuition waiver. Then he met another 
Christian who became his roommate and 
a close friend.
“It wasn’t quite like a Gideon moment 
with the wet fl eece, but there were some 
signposts that I think God put in place 
that helped me feel comfortable with 
going to the University of Washington,” 
he says.
Once fi nished with his master’s degree in 
1991, Mike decided to backpack through 
Europe.
“I bought a Eurail pass and saw as many 
countries as I could in three weeks,” 
recalls Vander Wel. 
During that trip, he accrued enough 
credit card expenses that, when offered 
a position at The Boeing Company back 
in Seattle, he decided to take it.
“I didn’t think that I would work there 
very long,” he says. “I thought I would be 
back to the Midwest in time.”
Instead, he found opportunities to grow 
and thrive at Boeing; 26 years later, he 
sees himself as a “lifer” at the company. 
“I tell people that I get out of bed in the 
ALUMNI NOTES
Please send news of your alumni gatherings, 
professional accomplishments, civic 
participation, and volunteer activities. We'd 
love to include them on our pages.
Paul Hoogendoorn (’06) launched 
his new business: Integrated Financial 
Planning, Inc., in Sioux Center. 
Paul is also an adjunct professor for 
Dordt College, where he teaches 
Portfolio Management and serves as the 
faculty sponsor to the Defender Capital 
Management Club.
Eric Gritter (’05) is now a Chartered 
Financial Analyst. Eric has dedicated 
several years to passing all three 
levels of the CFT exams in June 2017. 
Obtaining the CFA charter demonstrates 
Eric’s commitment to being an ethically 
accountable investment expert with 
mastery of investment analysis and 
portfolio management skills.
Josiah Murphy 
(’03) and David 
Hjelle (’04) were 
the founding 
members of what 
became known as 
the “SUB Club,” a 
group of friends who could always be 
found in the Student Union Building 
(SUB). “We were never a formal 
organization,” said Murphy. “But we did 
study, eat, play games, worship, and do 
life together on a daily basis for over 
three years.” This year was the fi rst time 
the SUB Club has had a reunion since 
graduating from Dordt, as they all lived 
across the globe. 
Rick Elgersma (’98) and his wife 
Monique have found their calling in 
marriage counseling. They started Real 
Connections Counseling, LLC., in Des 
Moines, Iowa, where they work with 
couples, families, and individuals through 
strife, trauma, and stress. Rick and 
Monique believe strongly in “together or 
not at all,” which carries over into their 
counseling. Elgersma earned a master’s 
degree in marriage and family therapy at 
Regis University (Colorado) and has plans 
to pursue a doctorate degree.
On August 25, Linda Dehaai (’89) 
took part in a fundraiser called Bridge 
to Bridge. She swam 45 miles up the 
Missouri River, starting at Chamberlain 
Bridge and ending at the Platte, to raise 
money to buy a generator for the new 
hospital Kari Umana (Brink) just built in 
Nigeria.
“I tell people that I get out of bed 
in the morning and speed to work 
because I can’t wait to be here.”
— Mike Vander Wel ('89)
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morning and speed to work because I 
can’t wait to be here,” says Vander Wel. “A 
lot of people can’t say that after 25 years 
of working.”
Vander Wel’s title is chief engineer for 
equipment and tool engineering and 
manufacturing engineering. What exactly 
does that entail?
“At Boeing, there are people who design 
the airplane, and there are people who 
build the airplane—the factory guys,” 
says Vander Wel. “In between, there 
are production engineers who design 
how to build the airplane. So, we design 
everything from the factory down to 
what mechanics do to build the airplane 
or fix it. That’s my area. I’m more involved 
in how to build an airplane, which is just 
as complex as the airplane design itself.” 
The aspect of his job that he most enjoys 
is influencing and problem-solving 
matters related to the production system.
“I can affect and influence a broad swath 
of what goes on in building commercial 
airplanes technically and from a 
leadership perspective, which is what my 
education background has primed me to 
do,” says Vander Wel. 
Looking back, Vander Wel recognizes 
a few key career moments that helped 
him reach where he is today. One such 
experience happened three months after 
he started working at Boeing.
“There was a guy who told me that I 
had to take these CAD classes,” says 
Vander Wel. “I had just finished 25 years 
of school, and I did not feel like taking 
classes on my own. But he nagged me 
until I signed up for them.” 
Vander Wel says that, a couple weeks 
later, Boeing canceled the B2 program, 
which was where Mike was working. A 
program manager came to Vander Wel’s 
department and asked how many people 
had skills in CAD design.
“I put my hand up with six other 
people out of twenty,” says Vander 
Wel. “They told us, ‘Pack up your stuff—
congratulations, you’re now on the Triple 
7 program,’ which was a major commercial 
jet program. I went off and did some really 
cool stuff for the next two years. It gave 
me a jump start in my career.”
Another key experience for Vander Wel 
was being chosen out of 30,000 Boeing 
engineers to enroll in M.I.T.’s Leaders 
for Manufacturing Fellows Program. 
There he earned a master’s in business 
administration and a master’s in civil and 
environmental engineering.
“That was an amazing experience, 
too—to get paid to go to M.I.T., one of 
the premier engineering schools in the 
world,” says Vander Wel.
In sum, Vander Wel holds four master’s 
degrees. “I’m looking to trade a couple of 
these in for a Ph.D., but nobody is biting,” 
he jokes.
Vander Wel believes Dordt graduates 
have the ability to succeed professionally 
and personally through their Dordt 
education.
“I’ve been in classes in a business 
environment with almost every 
educational institution out there, from 
M.I.T. on down. And the reality is, if you 
come with the right worldview, hard work 
ethic, and the right kind of academic 
training—which is what Dordt provides—
then you can hang with anybody.”
SARAH MOSS (’10)
50 YEARS LATER
In May, members of the class of 1967 and their spouses gathered on Dordt's campus for the 50th class reunion. The weekend included a luncheon, a tour 
of campus, and a chance to watch to the Class of 2017 graduation ceremony.
Dordt's engineering faculty recently toured one of Boeing's factories with Vander Wel in Everett, 
Washington. 
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